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Visitors hike the Hummocks Trail on Friday as Mount St. Helens looms in the background. At 8:32 a.m. on May 18, 1980, a visitor 
to this area would have been buried beneath 150 feet of debris moving at 100 mph. A “stone wind” of steam and ash would have 
ripped through at 330 mph, with an air temperature of about 550 degrees. 


Effects of eruption remain breathtaking, 
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Volcano: 


Academics. “When you're here, it 
blows you away how real it seems.” 


Monument scientist Peter Frenzen, second from right, 
views documentary film clips compiled by Vancouver 
students Garrett Farness, from left, Jason Nguyen, Nick 
Shaw, Scarlet Hollis, Michelle Taylor and Kelly Ross. The 
Vancouver School of Arts and Academics students are 


working with the Northwest Film Center to develop short 


VOLCANO, buck page films for viewing at Johnston Ridge Observatory. 
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pressed to make it Washington's fourth 
national park. 


Chronic funding shortfalls prompted 
the U.S. Forest Service to permanently 
close the Coldwater Ridge Visitor 
Center after just 14 years. Last week, a 
committee advising Congress wrapped 
up a 15-month review that recommend- 
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Visitation is one reason advocates have 


the event — 57 people dead, 150 square 


miles of forest leveled, a nine-mile-high 
Jet of ash thatturned dayintonight 
across Eastern Washington — contin- 
ues to overshadow Mount St. Helens 
the living laboratory. 

Frenzen appreciates both. 

Asa student at the University of 
Washington in 1978, he and some 
friends spent a night on the summit 
after scaling the old conical 9,677- 
foot-high peak. The Perseids meteor 
shower illuminated the clear night sky. 
Acrescent moon bathed Mount Ad- 
ams, Mount Rainier and Mount Hood 
ina luminescent glow. 

“Then the northern lights started 
going,” Frenzen said. “I don't think any 
ofus slept that night.” 


Anew chapter 


Today, the top 1,313 feet of the coni- 
cal peak is obliterated, 

The biggest landslide in recorded 
history uncorked a gas-charged 
reservoir of magma that scrubbed the 
surrounding landscape bare. 

Frenzen arrived the following 
summer as an Oregon State Univer- 
sity graduate student in ecology to 
document what little life they could 
find. Notebooks recorded nothing 
except the occasional spiderweb, rare 
enough to rate an exclamation point. 

“It was monochromatic,” he said. 
“Everything was gray or brown,” 

Twenty-nine years later, nature is re- 
building itself in fits and starts, Parts 
of the 2 4-mile Hummocks ‘Trail still 
resemble the moonscape charitably 


‘Cohumbsan 
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A Pacific tree frog is one of many 
species to return to the lai 


since the eruption of 1980 wiped the 
slate clean. 


described by then-President Jimmy 
Carter in 1980. Other areas, nestled 
within damp folds of the hummocky 
terrain, abound with life. 

Sword ferns and mosses are emerg- 
ing in these boggy draws, beneath a 
canopy of alder trees. Beavers have 
constructed a 3-foot-high dam in one 
area. Behind it, the air is thick with 
the pungent odor of decomposing 
organic matter — forming the base of 
an ever-widening food web. 

may be no other place on 
Earth as thoroughly studied. 

Frenzen and biologists such as 
Charlie Crisafulli, with the Pacific 
Northwest Research Station, have 
spent their careers studying the suc- 
cession of plants and animals emerg- 
ing from a blank slate. 

“As the clock runs forward, the 
work that Crisafulli and others have 


done becomes more valuable,” Fren- 

zen said. q 
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Conveying the message 

Mount St. Helens offers a rare 
bridge ‘between the vast scope of 
geologic time and people's ability to ” 
remember, Volcanism shapes land-  ~ 
Scapes around the globe, whether the ” 
current inhabitants are aware of it or - 
not. For example, scientists recog- 
nized the lumpy mounds near Mount 
Shasta as volcanic debris only after 
noticing the similarity with hum- 
mocks in the Toutle River valley. 

AtJohnston Ridge, the students 
from Vancouver took it all in. 

Even though Mount St. Helens 
has beena looming presence within 
sight of their homes, none of them 
had visited Johnston Ridge ona 
clear day. Teacher Jim Jeffers said 
students demanded he stop at one 
Spectacular vantage point after 
another along the Spirit Lake Memo- 
a Highway. 

onveying it on film won't be ea: * 

“Realistically, it’s impossible,” = 
VSAA junior Jason Nguyen said. 
Instead, he said, the students will 
be successful if their film entices 
their classmates to venture out to see 
Meat St. Helens for themselves, 

at's what really breaking the 
fourth wall is,” he said. 
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robinson@columbian.com. 


